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1 Introduction 
 
This study reports the results of a comparative investigation of national 
perspectives on CAP reform and the environment1, drawing on a survey 
of opinions in national policy communities in selected EU member states.  
The work was conducted in 1996 and 1997, and looked back at the 1992 
reform and forwards to the prospect of further rounds of reform.  The 
intention was to identify the place of the environment in shaping national 
positions towards reform of the CAP. 
 
The countries chosen for the study were Denmark, Ireland, Italy and 
Portugal.  In all of them agriculture is of economic significance although 
its economic role differs greatly between them.  Likewise, agriculture is a 
very important land use but the environmental and geographical 
circumstances are considerably different.  Between them the countries 
well represent the range of production systems, from intensive to 
extensive ones; the types of environmental problem associated with 
different farming systems; and varying degrees of politicisation and 
institutionalisation of environmental concerns. 
 
In the research, an institutional focus was adopted which involved 
identifying the leading groups and organisations in CAP reform in the 
separate countries; followed by interviews with senior representatives to 
clarify their outlook, concerns and strategies.  Our approach thus included 
the following elements: 
 
                                                
1
 The study was commissioned by the British wildlife and countryside agencies. 
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• preparation for each country of an initial profile identifying the key 
issues and actors in CAP reform and the environment; 
• an interview strategy covering agricultural and environmental 
departments, environment and rural development agencies, NGOs, 
farming and agricultural cooperative groups and consumer 
organisations.  Between 10 and 15 organisations were covered in each 
country. 
 
This report presents a comparative analysis of the results.  It is structured 
around the following sections: agricultural characteristics; the rural 
environment; attitudes towards CAP reform; perceptions of the 
relationship between agriculture and the environment; institutional 
structures for agriculture and the environment; and property relations 
surrounding rural landownership and the public interest.  The concluding 
section reflects on different national strategies towards the development 
of EU policies. 
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2 Agricultural Characteristics 
 
2.1 The Economic Significance of Agriculture 
 
Between the four countries, the economic significance of agriculture 
differs considerably (Table 1).  Italy has the largest number of people 
employed in agriculture of any EU member state, although Portugal and 
Ireland have larger proportions of their working populations in farming.  
For Ireland, but not Italy or Portugal, this employment importance 
extends through into a significant proportion of GDP and a major 
contribution to exports.  For Denmark, food products make up an even 
greater share of national exports and likewise contribute to a large 
positive trade balance in food; however, Danish agriculture makes only 
modest contributions to employment and GDP.  In Italy and Portugal, 
with higher ratios of population to agricultural area, the national 
agriculture is oriented largely to domestic consumption, with negative 
external trade balances in food products.  Inevitably, the overall 
orientation of each country towards its agricultural sector is strongly 
shaped by the sector's distinctive economic significance: 
 
Denmark -  a highly productive, export-oriented agriculture; 
Ireland  - a productive agriculture of significance for exports, 
   GDP and employment; 
Italy -  an agriculture oriented largely towards domestic  
consumption employing a great number of people; 
Portugal  -  a mainly traditional, domestic-oriented agriculture 
   supporting a significant proportion of the population. 
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The different national agricultures can be summarised graphically, if in 
an oversimplified way, as follows: 
Export-oriented 
Domestic-oriented 
Low 
Intensity 
High
Intensity 
Ireland Denmark 
Portugal Italy 
 
 
2.2 The Structure of Agriculture 
 
Portugal and Italy have farm structures that are dominated numerically by 
large numbers of very small farms (Table 2).  Ireland has mainly small 
and medium-sized holdings.  Denmark has mainly medium-sized 
holdings.  All have experienced relentless declines in their farming 
populations: the greatest rates of decline have been in Italy and Portugal.  
In Portugal there has been an associated increase in part-time farming as 
farm families have sought means to supplement their incomes.  In Italy, 
the continued economic viability of the small-farm structure depends 
largely on the widespread use of contractors who, in practice, manage 
many of the farms.  In Ireland, Italy and Portugal there have been marked 
declines in the regularly employed non-family workforce, offset 
somewhat by a growth of casual employment, but with a general 
tendency towards greater reliance on family labour.  Irish agriculture 
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comes closest to the ideal model of the full-time family farm.  Danish 
agriculture, in contrast, shows increasing reliance on regularly employed,  
non-family members.  The farming population is an ageing one in all the 
countries except Denmark. The problem is most extreme in the 
Portuguese case where small or part-time family holdings offer little 
opportunity for the young and are occupied mainly by the middle aged 
and elderly.  Italy in its mountainous areas and Portugal in its interior 
regions have suffered extensive land abandonment as once largely self-
sufficient rural societies have collapsed and have abandoned subsistence 
cultivation. 
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Table 1: Agriculture in National Economies 
 
 
 
 
 
Number employed 
in agriculture 
(000s) 
 
Proportion of 
civilian 
employment in 
agriculture (%) 
 
 
Share of 
agriculture in the 
GDP 
(GVA/GDP, %) 
 
Share of food and 
agricultural 
products in total 
exports (%) 
 
External trade 
balance in food 
and agricultural 
products by 
population 
(ECU per capita) 
 
Ratio of total 
population to 
agricultural area 
(persons per 
hectare) 
 
Denmark 
 
102 
 
3.9 
 
2.4 
 
25.7 
 
1039 
 
1.9 
 
Ireland 
 
146 
 
11.2 
 
4.1 
 
15.9 
 
983 
 
0.8 
 
Italy 
 
1332 
 
6.7 
 
2.7 
 
6.9 
 
-105 
 
3.9 
 
Portugal 
 
541 
 
12.2 
 
3.3 
 
7.4 
 
-232 
 
2.5 
 
EU – 15 
 
7514 
 
5.1 
 
1.7 
 
7.4 
 
-27 
 
2.8 
 
Source: European Commission, 1998.  The statistics are for 1996. 
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Table 2: The Structure of Agriculture 
 
 
 
Average 
size of 
holdings 
(ha) 
 
 
Proportion 
of holdings  
1-5ha  
(%) 
 
Proportion 
of holdings 
of 50 ha or 
more  
(%) 
 
Agricultural 
employment 
change 
1990/1980 
 (% p.a.) 
 
Agricultural 
employment 
change 
1996/1990  
(% p.a.) 
 
Proportion of 
part-time 
employment in 
agriculture  
(%) 
 
Proportion 
of self-
employed in 
agriculture 
(%) 
 
Proportion of 
those in 
agriculture 
aged under 25 
(%) 
 
Proportion of 
those in 
agriculture 
aged 55 and 
over (%) 
 
Denmark 
 
37 
 
2 
 
22 
 
-3.0 
 
-4.6 
 
19 
 
50 
 
23 
 
21 
 
Ireland 
 
27 
 
10 
 
12 
 
-1.9 
 
-2.2 
 
6 
 
81 
 
9 
 
31 
 
Italy 
 
6 
 
77 
 
2 
 
-4.1 
 
-4.6 
 
12 
 
63 
 
11 
 
24 
 
Portugal 
 
8 
 
78 
 
2 
 
-2.9 
 
-5.5 
 
26 
 
84 
 
5 
 
53 
 
EU –15 
(*EU –12) 
 
16* 
 
58* 
 
7* 
 
-2.8 
 
-3.1 
 
15 
 
69 
 
9 
 
28 
Source: European Commission, 1998.  The statistics are for 1996, except for those on the size distribution of holdings which are for 1993 
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3 The Rural Environment 
 
3.1 Rural Land Use 
 
The four countries have markedly different patterns of land use (see Table 3).  
Denmark is dominated by arable land for cereal production.  Ireland is 
dominated by grassland for cattle and sheep production.  Both have only small 
areas of woodland.  Portugal has roughly equal proportions of arable land 
(mainly cereals), of permanent crops (olive trees, vines, fruit and nut trees) and 
of pastures.  A third of its land area is also woodland; about half coniferous and 
half broadleaved.  Italy shows a broadly similar mixture of land uses to that of 
Portugal: but its woodlands are predominantly broadleaved and traditionally 
most were coppiced although a large proportion are now almost abandoned.  
These broad patterns of land use largely reflect differences in topography and 
climate (in both of which respects, Portugal and Italy exhibit much greater 
variety than Denmark or Ireland).  Ireland has proportionately the most 
extensive agricultural area which embraces a great deal of low productivity 
grazing land which in the other countries would not be farmed but might be 
wooded.  In Italy only slightly more than half of the land is farmed, and in 
Portugal less than half: that leaves (apart from the urban areas) extensive tracts 
that are practically uncultivated including woodland, mountains, wetlands, 
coastal areas and barren land.  
 
3.2 The Environment and Agriculture 
 
The general national statistics on land use tell us little about the environments 
associated with agriculture.  Much depends upon the intensity of production 
(Table 4), which above certain levels, is generally inversely related to 
ecological diversity.  At too high levels of inputs, the absorptive capacities of 
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soils, air and water may be surpassed leading to pollution.  The key issues in the 
countries studied are as follows: 
 
Table 3: Land Use 
  
% of total area (1990) 
 
 
Agricultural Land 
 
Wooded 
  
Arable 
 
Pastures 
 
 
Denmark 
 
59.7 
 
5.0 
 
11.4 
 
Ireland 
 
13.4 
 
66.8 
 
4.9 
 
 
Italy 
 
39.7 
 
16.2 
 
22.4 
 
Portugal 
 
34.3 
 
9.1 
 
32.1 
 
Source: Stanners and Bourdeau, 1995 
 
• Danish farming is highly intensive.  A seventh of its agricultural area is 
irrigated.  It has a very high level of use of nitrogen fertilisers (second only 
to the Netherlands) and also a very large pig herd (the fifth largest in the 
EU), almost all intensively housed.  The consequence is a large nitrogen 
surplus. 
• Locally, in all countries, the spread of intensive systems of livestock 
production to include most pig and poultry production, as well as some dairy 
(e.g. in Ireland) and beef production (e.g. in Italy) is leading to localised 
problems of point source pollution. 
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Table 4: Indicators of Agricultural Intensity 
 
 Nitrogen surplus 
by agricultural 
area 
(kg N/ha) 
1995 
Sales of 
pesticides by 
cropped area 
(kg/ha) 
(various dates) 
Average number  
of pigs per 
holding, 
1995 
Proportion of total 
cattle on holdings 
with more than 
300 stock (%) 
1995 
Proportion of dairy 
herds above 50 cows 
(%) 
1995 
Irrigated area as 
proportion of 
agricultural area 
(%) 
1990 
 
Denmark 
 
 
138 
 
2.2 
 
518 
 
6.7 
 
37.6 
 
15.4 
 
Ireland 
 
 
55 
 
2.2 
 
514 
 
 
6.1 
 
17.0 
 
- 
 
Italy 
 
 
48 
 
7.6 
 
29 
 
22.3 
 
9.5 
 
18.5 
 
 
Portugal 
 
 
59 
 
1.9 
 
17 
 
9.8 
 
0.9 
 
15.7 
 
Source: OECD 1997; Brouwer 1995; European Commission 1998; Stanners and Bourdeau 1995 
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• Levels of pesticide use, mainly fungicides, are particularly high in Italy, 
which accounts for a fifth of the total sales of plant protection products in 
the EU. 
 
National agri-environmental indicators may gloss over local and regional 
problems.  For Italy, in particular, the national data hide a great geographical 
variability with areas of very intensive, high-input farming (largely in the 
irrigated lowlands, especially in the Po valley) and areas of very extensive 
agriculture (in the uplands and mountains) (Bordin et al, 1998). 
 
3.3 Low Intensity Farming and Fragile Landscapes and Habitats 
 
Much of the wildlife and landscape value of the European countryside depends 
on low intensity farming and might be threatened by both increased and 
decreased production pressures.  According to Bignall and McCracken (1996), 
low intensity farming systems “have tended to adapt their management 
techniques to the natural environmental constraints of the region rather than 
adapting the environment (and in many cases the livestock breeds and crop 
varieties) to meet a standardised, often industrialised, production system”.  In 
Italy and Ireland low intensity systems make up about one third of the 
agricultural area, and in Portugal as much as 60%, including both livestock and 
crops (Table 5).  Extensive agricultural systems have lasted longer and up to 
more recent times in Portugal than in the rest of Europe.  This compiled with 
the country’s diversity of topography and climate has resulted in a rich variety  
of semi-natural habitats and wildlife whose conservation to a large extent 
depends on the continuation of traditional farming practices.  Examples include 
the ‘montado’ (oak and cork oak groves) agro-pastoral systems of the Alentejo 
region and the ‘lameiros’ (permanent pasture and meadows) of the Northern 
Interior (Caldas, 1998).  
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Table 5: Agricultural Area in Low Intensity Systems and LFAs 
 
 
 
Share of Agricultural Area (%) 
 
 
Low Intensity Systems 
 
LFAs 
 
Denmark 
 
5 
 
0 
 
Ireland 
 
35 
 
70.9 
 
Italy 
 
31 
 
53.6 
 
Portugal 
 
60 
 
86.9 
 
Source: Bignall and McCracken (1996); Danish Ministry of Environment (1995). The 
statistics on low intensity systems are estimates. 
 
The need for some support for extensive farming systems operating under 
different natural conditions has been recognised for some time in the Less 
Favoured Areas Directive (75/268). The support under the Directive has been 
more or less effective in helping maintain farming in different regions of 
Europe. However, it has not been able to counter widespread processes of land 
abandonment particularly in Southern Europe.  Conversely, in some cases, the 
payments available may encourage overstocking and overgrazing.  Surveys 
conducted in Ireland have shown that high stocking densities (encouraged also 
by the EU sheepmeat regime) in upland heather, moor and blanket bog have led 
to the disappearance of heather, sedges, moorgrasses and mosses, depriving 
wildlife of food and cover (Sheehy, Skeffington and Bleasdale, 1991).  In the 
Apennines in Italy, stocking levels as low as 0.3 sheep per hectare are causing 
widespread overgrazing of arid summer grazing lands, affecting about one and a 
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half million hectares, including alpine pasture, wooded pasture, scrub and forest 
(Baldock et al, 1994). 
 
Soil erosion is one of the most serious rural environmental problems in the 
Mediterranean countries.  It is particularly acute in Portugal where 30% of the 
land is judged to suffer a high erosion risk and 57% an intermediate risk of 
erosion (Caldas, 1998).  The problem may be exacerbated by a number of 
factors, including land abandonment, forest fires, overgrazing and the cropping 
of unsuitable land.   
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4 Attitudes towards the CAP 
 
4.1 National Outlooks towards Reform 
 
The outlook towards the reform of agricultural policy varied between the four 
national capitals: from consensus in Copenhagen that CAP reform was 
unfinished, and that liberalisation was both desirable and inevitable; to the 
implicit acceptance of the status quo and reluctance to reopen the issue, in 
Lisbon and Rome.  In the latter two capitals the opinion was also expressed 
(during the interviews, which were conducted in 1996) that the 1992 reform was 
still being worked through and it was much too soon to be considering further 
changes.  In Dublin, attitudes were also mainly complacent, although some 
people privately conceded the need for change.  It was beginning to be 
recognised that all of Ireland was unlikely to qualify for the next round of the 
structural funds.  There was also growing disgruntlement amongst younger 
farmers with the restrictions of milk quotas.  An undercurrent of opinion thus 
saw further liberalisation of the CAP as unavoidable and probably advantageous 
to the more commercial, export-oriented sectors of Irish agriculture. 
 
We can relate these positions back to the national economic significance of 
agriculture (see section 2.1) as well as to the more general outlook that states 
have towards free-trade and protectionism.  Although Danish agriculture has 
benefited considerably from CAP supports, its future prosperity is seen to 
depend upon its unfettered access to world markets.  On the other hand, in 
Portugal and Italy, the CAP is seen largely as a key means of income transfer to 
rural areas which it would be politically unwise to disrupt.  Ireland, with a 
significant proportion of both employment and exports due to agriculture, 
shows some ambivalence towards CAP reform.  It should be borne in mind that 
respondents were asked general questions concerning their attitudes towards 
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medium and long-term policy developments.  Such attitudes may not be that 
useful a guide as to how governments will negotiate on specific policy issues 
when narrow considerations of the costs and benefits to the agricultural sector 
may be to the fore.  A country, such as Denmark, for example, which is a major 
net beneficiary of the CAP may thus adopt a fairly conservative stance in the 
EU Agricultural Council over changes to specific commodity regimes, even 
though there is a strong national consensus behind the need for the liberalisation 
of the CAP - an outlook that is more likely to be to the fore at the European 
Council level. 
 
4.2 Changing Attitudes towards the CAP 
 
The process of CAP reform, initiated by MacSharry, has itself changed the 
nature of the views expressed.  For a start, it has given prominence to the 
instruments of the CAP and the role of the EU in national legislation.  Where 
the old system of price support disguised the effects of the CAP, the reform has 
made policy instruments more transparent and opened a debate on the 
consequences of the policy pursued.  In all the four countries, indeed, there was 
little if any public debate on the CAP previously.  The opening up of debate has 
brought additional policy actors into play beyond the traditional agricultural  
community.   
 
The accompanying measures have specifically drawn environmental groups into 
discussions over the environmental merits of the CAP.  But other groups have 
also taken an interest: for example, consumer, trade union and industrial groups, 
all beginning to question some of the costs of the CAP.  More generally, public 
opinion has become more informed of the CAP and as a result has become more 
unhappy with its inefficiencies.  The MacSharry reforms have also affected 
opinions amongst farmers.  Among Danish farmers there has been a strong 
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reaction to the bureaucracy involved, amidst considerable apprehension that the 
price of continued subsidies may be many regulations.  In the other countries 
the availability of agri-environmental payments for small and traditional 
farmers has given a new voice to minority farming groups, such as those 
representing particular regions, or smaller farmers, or organic producers. 
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5 Perceptions of the Relationship between Agriculture and the 
 Rural Environment 
 
5.1 The Framing of the Relationship 
 
It is evident that not only are there marked national variations in the degree of 
concern for rural environmental problems, but the way in which these problems 
are perceived also differs markedly.  Much depends upon the different 
perspectives from which the problems are framed, whether predominantly in 
terms of pollution or countryside management or rural desertification.  This 
framing determines not only how the problem is evaluated but also how it 
intersects with other policy fields (e.g. pollution regulation, resource 
management, protected areas, land use planning, regional policy, rural 
development).  In some cases, indeed, agri-environment problems are actually 
subsumed to these other dimensions.  The framing of the problem partly reflects 
its history (what was the agri-environment problem that first broke through to 
public consciousness and debate?).  It also obviously reflects the fundamentals 
of the rural environment and the nature of the farming systems that maintain 
and exploit it.  But there are evident cultural factors too, particularly regarding 
the place of farming and rurality in national imagery.  By and large one can 
express the different approaches to the national framing of the problem in the 
following terms:  
 
Denmark  - a pollution discourse; 
Ireland  - an agrarian discourse; 
Italy   - a consumer and regionalist discourse; 
Portugal  - a rural development discourse. 
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5.2 Denmark 
 
The Danes are strongly concerned with the relationship between agriculture and 
the environment primarily because of pollution from intensive agriculture.  In 
an affluent society but one that industrialised relatively late, environmental and 
green consumer concerns are strong and widespread, but Denmark has fewer of 
the urban-industrial problems of societies that industrialised earlier.  Instead, a 
rather intensive agriculture has come to be seen to pose unacceptable burdens 
on the environment.  Thus, whereas other national environmental lobbies have 
been more preoccupied with urban-industrial sources of pollution and hazards, 
the Danish lobby has had a primary focus on farm pollution.  These concerns 
emerged politically in the mid-1980s around the eutrophication of surface and 
coastal waters which led to the passing of several remedial action plans 
(Linddal, 1998).  More recently, in the wake of the MacSharry reforms, the 
Danes have shown increased interest in some of the wider consequences of 
agricultural intensification, for example, on landscape, animal welfare and food 
quality.  Ecological concerns, though, have tended to lead the way.  For 
example, problems of pesticides in the environment were politicised first before 
the possible health risks of pesticide residues; the broadening of concern being 
catalysed by the fact that the more researchers looked for traces of different 
pesticides in water the more they found. 
 
In the 1980s popular environmental groups, with the Nature Conservation 
Association in the lead, played a crucial role in forming and promoting an agri-
environmental agenda. At the same time the Social Democratic Party shifted 
from a productivist to a more environmental and consumerist orientation 
(Andersen and Hansen, 1991). A coalition between this and other centre and 
left-wing parties – assisted by expertise in the national Environmental 
Protection Agency and the environmental lobby – succeeded in penetrating the 
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hitherto very strong and closed agricultural policy community. Initially the 
agricultural organisations and their ministry repelled these challenges, but 
gradually they were obliged to accept and institutionalise the new issues on the 
political agenda (Daugbjerg, 1998). This brought environmental groups into the 
policy process and the issue is no longer so salient politically even though there 
have been difficulties in achieving the intended reductions in agricultural 
pollution.  
 
In the 1990s the main political focus has turned more to consumer questions, 
both in terms of the consumption of healthy and tasty food produced in an 
acceptable way and the consumption of nature and landscape. Almost all 
political parties have pursued such middle class, consumerist values, including 
parties that hitherto championed agrarian interests, as it has been generally 
realised that the road to power requires support from a broad urban public.  A 
symbol of the shifting public priorities was the change in name of the Ministry 
of Agriculture to the Ministry of Food in 1996.  This re-orientation has gained 
momentum especially through the success of organic farming which by most 
town people is considered to be a solution that saves equally the environment, 
nature, animal welfare, human health, working conditions and rural life. As of 
January 1999, 5.4% of Danish agricultural land (143,000 ha) was organic or 
under conversion, and almost 20% of milk for drinking was organic (Oldrup & 
Just, 1999). 
 
All in all, the development in agricultural policy has been characterised by the 
erosion of any vestigial sense of agricultural exceptionalism. Politicians and 
consumers demand much the same from agriculture as from industry and the 
service sector. Although the term is not used, there is a broad consensus in 
society, including within agriculture, over ecological modernisation. Translated 
into the traditionally strong Danish orientation to world markets, this has meant 
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that rather strict regulations about the environment and animal welfare are 
regarded as a means to maintain international competitiveness.  Both the 
government and lobbying groups are therefore keen to extend high domestic 
standards to the EU as well (Andersen and Liefferink, 1997).  
 
Rural social and economic problems are very low on the agenda, although there 
is some ambivalence towards them. Both inside the agricultural community and 
perhaps even more in the towns and cities it is regarded as a shame that the 
actual number of farms has decreased to one-third of its 1960 level. On the 
other hand, it is widely accepted that farms need to be specialised and not too 
small if they are to maintain their international competitiveness. This 
ambivalence is also reflected in political actions where a majority of parties pay 
lip-service to the values of family farms, country life and stable rural 
communities, but on the other hand pass land laws that fail to curb the 
development of big holdings. A major reason is that rural problems are 
relatively small in their scale and intensity. Economic development is widely 
diffused and alternative job possibilities in rural areas are quite good. This also 
means that EU subsidies for rural development are insignificant and generate 
very little public awareness. 
 
5.3 Ireland 
 
A traditional agrarian discourse prevails in Ireland which projects the family 
farm as the focus of country life.  In recent years this discourse has not gone 
entirely unchallenged by public figures associated with urban interests and the 
public sector trade unions, most especially during the linked CAP reform and 
GATT negotiations of 1992 (Flynn, 1998).  A brief but intense challenge was 
also raised in 1994 over the issue of animal welfare and the live export trade, 
but since then this issue has subsided.  In any event, the broad ideology prevails 
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that the rural economy and the countryside are best secured by safeguarding the 
position of family farmers (McCullagh, 1991).  Consequently, efforts to 
improve the level or extent of countryside or woodland management can fall 
foul of a populist rhetoric which stresses that people come first in the 
countryside.  Indeed, the worldview held by many farmers is one which argues 
that, first and foremost, land must be occupied and used for production 
purposes, to support ‘proper family farming’ (Allen and Jones, 1990; Hickie, et 
al, 1995; Varley, 1996).  Efforts in particular under the EU Habitats and Birds 
Directives to secure workable conservation designations on rural land have 
foundered against local and populist politics which respond with tenacious 
hostility to any restrictions being placed on private property (Hickie, 1996).  At 
the same time, drawing on the traditional pastoral and small-scale nature of Irish 
farming, the notion of ‘Green Ireland’ is being strongly promoted as a 
marketing image that emphasises the wholesome qualities of Irish agricultural 
produce. 
 
While it is difficult from such an ideological perspective to perceive farmers as 
presenting a threat to the rural environment, farming is implicated in the 
decrease in ambient water quality, some very public gross pollution incidents 
and losses of biodiversity.  Intriguingly however, Ireland’s well run and funded 
farming lobby, led by the Irish Farmers’ Association (IFA), has responded in a 
deliberate way to meet its relatively disparate and small number of critics head 
on and rebuff their claims.  For example, prominent advertisements have been 
placed in daily papers to emphasise that farmers do care for their livestock.  
Poor state provision of sewage treatment is blamed as the real cause of water 
enrichment, rather than farmers’ actions.  Conversely, threats to the family 
farm, including various economic and regulatory measures associated with CAP 
reform, are seen and portrayed by the farmers’ organisations as threatening the 
vitality of the countryside. 
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The main picture from Ireland then, is of an agri-environment debate that is 
comparatively in its infancy.  Unlike Denmark, Ireland has few if any 
environmental NGOs who specifically target and lobby on agriculture or related 
matters.  The principal organisations, Birdwatch Ireland and the Irish National 
Trust (An Taisce), who do have an impact are not dedicated to agri-environment 
issues per se but do make informed contributions in their lobbying of the EU 
and Irish state.  But these issues are not politicised as environmental concerns 
among the public at large; indeed fears about litter, traffic congestion and 
nuclear energy would rank higher in popular perception.  Equally there can be 
no doubt that policy development is influenced by a strong neo-corporatist 
relationship between the Irish state and farmers largely to the exclusion of 
environmentalists and other dissenting voices.  Debate such that it exists, 
remains centred around an opaque and technical discourse between farmers’ 
representatives and the state’s Department of Agriculture and its agricultural 
field advisory service (Teagasc).  In this case the focus of policy and perception 
is the Rural Environmental Protection Scheme, through which well over £300m 
in financial support from the EU has been granted under 2078/92, the agri-
environment Regulation (McLoughlin, 1998:48).  This scheme, which involves 
a farm management contract and an extensive list of compulsory and additional 
voluntary management measures, is portrayed by the farmers’ organisations and 
state agents alike as a ‘flagship’ policy which is addressing the issues of 
agricultural pollution and farm conservation.  Yet it is not at all clear whether 
the scheme is being successful in curbing farm pollution incidents or conserving 
wildlife, or even if it enjoys the continued confidence of Ireland’s small 
environmental NGO sector (Murphy, 1996).  Moreover, most farmers joining 
the scheme appear to do so less out of any environmental motivations, and more 
out of a sense of maximising yet another source of income transfers from 
Brussels.  In conclusion then Ireland appears to present a picture of a somewhat 
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reactive policy debate, led and dominated by farmers and the state, with a 
relatively low level of public environmental concern, affecting policy outcomes. 
 
5.4 Italy 
 
In a country where there is little public interest in agriculture, there is 
nevertheless general recognition that the very different agricultural systems and 
conditions found across Italy have decisively shaped the country's great regional 
diversity, and continue to do so.  That diversity is particularly appreciated for its 
contribution to regional cultural identities and, increasingly in many areas, to 
the competitive position of local places and products.  Agricultural change has 
aroused some concern in recent years, although the degree and focus of concern 
have been regionally differentiated.  Typically, though, the issues have been 
consumption oriented, for example pesticide residues in food and agricultural 
chemicals in water supplies.  This reflects not only the national cultural 
preoccupation with food but also the high status and attention accorded to 
notions of quality and authenticity in consumption. 
 
Since the 1960s there has been a progressive dwindling of public interest in 
agriculture in Italy.  Nowadays public opinion is little informed about 
agricultural issues and even less so about agricultural support policies.  In 
consequence there is very limited awareness of the cause-effect relationship 
between agricultural policies and the state of the rural environment. 
 
The demise of the once-prominent agrarian ideology seems to be due more to 
the atrophying of the 'social contract' established between farmers and society 
after the Second World War than to the decreasing weight of the sector in the 
economy.  The family farm has remained the basis of that contract since the 
Constitution, approved in 1948 and still in force, gave significant protection to 
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the small family farm.  Between the 1950s and the 1980s the Christian 
Democrats, who were in power throughout this period, centred their political 
base on the rural vote, pursuing clientelistic agricultural policies intended to 
secure the continued allegiance of farmers and rural landowners.  This did not 
prevent market-driven technical changes which saw a huge manpower exodus 
from agriculture - some two million jobs being lost from the sector between 
1970 and 1990 - but it did help keep a substantial number of small farms in 
being, such that Italy has retained by far the largest number of farmers of any 
EU country.  Many farms though are not actually managed by the owners but by 
contractors (Povellato, 1993).  The owners still occupy the farm house and may 
engage in some part-time farming (Fabiani, 1986; Barberis and Siesto, 1990).  
There are tax advantages for these arrangements, but the owners also tend to 
regard their land as an inalienable asset, a source of family security and an 
essential connection to their roots (Mantino, 1995). 
 
The great number of small farms has made land consolidation programmes 
unfeasible (Povellato, 1996) which has meant that most Italian regions have 
largely avoided the drastic simplification of the farmed landscape that has 
occurred across North-West Europe (Sillani, 1987).  On the other hand, the 
widespread diffusion of dwellings has brought about a progressive urban 
degradation of rural areas particularly in the economically dynamic North-East 
and Central regions of Italy (Bagnasco, 1977; Merlo and Manente, 1994; 
Saraceno, 1994).  This has involved a loss of well over two million hectares of 
fertile agricultural land to urban growth since the 1960s.  Over the same period, 
a similar amount of marginal agricultural land has been abandoned in 
mountainous and hilly areas.  The environmental consequences have been 
complex but the main issue of public concern has been the increased incidence 
of avalanches and flash floods due to the abandonment of the traditional grazing 
and watershed management of mountain pastures and meadows. 
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The clientelistic relationship between farmers and the main governing party 
throughout the post-war period overshadowed any attempt to establish strategic 
directions for agricultural policy or to maintain the public image of farming.  
The relationship remained unchallenged until the 1980s when the spread of 
economic development in many rural areas and new consumer demands 
demonstrated the need to reconsider the role of agriculture in the society.  In the 
late 1980s, some sensational events - particularly the revelation of widespread 
atrazine contamination and of methanol in wine - were catalytic in arousing 
public concern over harmful agricultural practices that threatened the quality of 
food and drinking water. 
 
Green campaigners took up the issue of pollution from agriculture and managed 
to achieve a national referendum in 1990 that would have placed severe 
limitations on pesticide usage but the voter turn-out was insufficient for the 
result to be binding.  Nevertheless, there are widespread public anxieties over 
the risks posed by intensive agricultural practices.  In contrast, the role of 
agriculture in the environmental management or maintenance of the countryside 
has not become a significant public issue.  One reason for this is the public 
perception that the rural environment comprises the woodlands, forests, 
mountains, hills and coastal areas that cover almost half the country, beyond the 
farmed landscape. 
 
Farmers and their unions, having lost their traditional political role (following 
the collapse of the old Christian Democrat power structure), find it difficult to 
choose a new strategy confronted by the demands of increasing international 
competitiveness and a sceptical and sensitised public opinion (De Benedictis 
and De Filippis, 1998).  Increasingly they are looking to the opportunities in 
green consumer trends that put more and more importance on the 
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'environmental value' of goods and services.  In response, the Italian regions 
have sought to create regional trademarks to enhance local production.  Farmers 
show a great interest in this kind of 'competitive advantage', and the most 
advanced operators in both farming and food processing are aware that the 
environmental quality of the product will be more and more decisive in 
ensuring market outlets.  The positive relationship between agricultural 
development and the environment is also a key feature of the promotion of 
agriculture in certain marginal areas through product differentiation on the basis 
of quality and product origin, to improve the returns to traditional agriculture. 
 
5.5 Portugal 
 
The problems that necessitated CAP reform - the over-production and over-
intensification of agriculture - seem irrelevant to the Portuguese context 
(Patricio and Lima, 1996). It is still seen that the agricultural sector needs to 
modernise so as to reduce food imports. The major priority for rural areas is 
seen to lie with new markets for rural products and forms of economic 
development that will help to stabilise rural populations (Ministerio da 
Agricultura, 1993).  
 
Portuguese agricultural discourse, as with the Irish case, has traditionally 
portrayed the family farm as a social ideal.  However, the economic difficulties 
associated with farming have led to a massive reduction in the number of farms 
without a corresponding consolidation of land holdings (Lima, 1991; Baptista, 
1995). The result is land abandonment and an alarming rural exodus. 
Agriculture is thus widely seen to be in crisis, with concern over not only its 
fundamental viability as an economic sector but also the associated 
undermining of rural society that is leading to widespread desertification of the 
countryside. The growing perception is that agriculture is systematically being 
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destroyed and that concerted political action is required in favour of some type 
of agricultural modernisation.  
 
While the dominant agricultural discourse expresses a pessimistic outlook, a 
new discourse centered on rurality seems to be gaining support, with novel 
perspectives emerging regarding the use of rural space (Portela, 1994). The 
economic appropriation of rural space suggests new forms of production such as 
rural tourism and regional produce as viable alternatives to primary 
commodities. These forms are also more conducive to stabilising rural 
populations, through the encouragement of pluriactivity, and are in keeping 
with the new emphasis on the protection and active management of the rural 
environment.   
 
The debate on the relationship between the environment and agriculture is fairly 
recent, having been given its impetus with Portugal’s entry into the European 
Union and the need to address specific agri-environmental problems (Patricio 
and Lima, 1996). The relative weakness of a national debate on agri-
environmental problems stems from the perspective which sees the 
modernisation of agriculture as an unfinished process and from the assumption 
of an essential compatibility between agriculture and the environment. Rural 
environmental problems are thus not only overshadowed by the crisis of 
agriculture but are believed to stem from it.  The desertification of the 
countryside is seen to benefit neither agriculture nor the environment, 
particularly where it leads to the abandonment of traditional practices of soil, 
water, pasture or woodland management.  
 
The EU agri-environmental measures (under Regulation 2078/92) were first 
responsible for raising the national debate on the impact of agricultural change 
on the environment (Patricio and Lima, 1996; Billaud et al, 1997). The agri-
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environmental measures were 'translated' into domestic policy as a support 
programme for traditional family farmers based on the underlying assumption 
that agriculture is the backbone of the countryside.  The channelling of agri-
environmental concerns toward national agricultural conditions has thus been 
done through the preservation of existing forms of production, namely 
supporting extensification programmes. In this way agri-environmental 
questions have enlarged the range of issues posed by the profound social and 
economic changes that rural Portugal is experiencing. 
 
The interlinkage between the agricultural crisis and rural depopulation has 
meant that agricultural policy has subsumed other programmes and issues, such 
as programmes of social support and regional diversity, shaped in part by the 
new discourse on rurality (Reis and Lima, 1998). Agri-environmental issues are 
located within this larger framework that is evolving towards an inclusive rural 
development policy, and through it they have begun to relate to regional and 
local conditions. 
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6 Institutional Structures for Agriculture and the Environment 
 
6.1 The Institutional Actors 
 
Agri-environment policy inevitably involves a range of institutional actors.  In 
all countries there is a well established Ministry of Agriculture but for most of 
these ministries agri-environment represents a new policy departure requiring 
them to relate to other parts of the state as well as to organised interests outside 
of the traditional agricultural lobby.  The environment side of the equation is 
quite differently organised in different countries and it is evident that the 
strength, politically as well as in terms of institutional capacities, of 
environmental ministries and agencies varies considerably.  The dynamics of 
the agri-environment policy segment very much reflect the comparative 
strengths and interrelationships between these two separate policy communities 
(these institutional structures, of course, are not independent of the way 
problems are framed). 
 
6.2 The Sectoral versus Territorial Orientations of Agricultural 
Ministries 
 
Agri-environment policy involves a movement from sectoral policy making to 
spatial and territorial policy making, and the interest and adaptability of 
different bureaucratic structures in this new policy departure is related to their 
past experience in these regards.  For example, some Ministries of Agriculture 
have much greater traditions of dealing with territorial issues (rural planning, 
land consolidation, soil and water conservation programmes, rural development, 
land drainage, agri-tourism, etc.) as well as the more normal sectoral concerns.  
Such bureaucratic structures have a greater institutional interest, as well as a 
wider policy orientation, to be able to absorb agri-environment policy demands.  
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In doing so, they will tend to subsume them to an existing agrarian or rural 
discourse which portrays farming as the key component of the rural economy 
and environment.  This is particularly noticeable, for example, in the Portuguese 
and Irish cases where the Ministries of Agriculture have some traditional 
territorial responsibilities and have absorbed agri-environment measures into 
their existing structures dealing with farming and rural development.  In Italy 
too, the strong decentralisation of agricultural policy gives it a pronounced 
regional orientation. 
 
At the other extreme would be the Danish Ministry of Agriculture.  This 
traditionally has been a sectoral Ministry looking after the interests of an 
export-oriented agriculture and food industry, rather than the countryside.  
Because agricultural extension services have been organised under the auspices 
of the farming unions and agricultural cooperatives in Denmark, the Ministry 
does not even have the sort of large field-level bureaucracy that some other 
Ministries of Agriculture traditionally have.  In consequence, it has been quite 
willing to cede control over the regional schemes of agri-environment policy to 
local government - this involves not only a decentralisation of authority but the 
effective transference of responsibility from the agricultural policy community 
to the planning/local government community.  This is part of a broader 
understanding in Danish society of agriculture as an economic sector like any 
other which must take responsibility for its environmental consequences. 
 
6.3 Environmental Interests in Government 
 
Arguably, the devising of effective agri-environment policies needs the 
involvement of organised environmental interests, particularly where these 
policies are intended to deliver positive environmental benefits.  Unfortunately, 
it is evident in a number of countries that environmental ministries and agencies 
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are politically too weak to have a significant involvement in relation to 
agricultural ministries.  An exception is Denmark, where a very strong Ministry 
of Environment and Energy has played a leading role.  At the other end of the 
spectrum is Ireland whose Ministry of Environment is mainly responsible for 
local government infrastructure rather than environmental protection.  In 
between (but closer to Ireland) are the experiences of Italy and Portugal with 
recently created ministries that still have to establish their authority and carve 
out a clear domain within the bureaucratic hierarchy.  For example, in Italy 
environmental issues relating to agriculture may be the concern of as many as 
five ministries which makes coordinated intervention difficult and favours the 
much more unified perspective of the agricultural interests. 
 
Table 6: Internationally Recognised Protected Areas  (% of total area, 
     1990) 
  
IUCN 
Category I - III1 
 
IUCN 
Category IV2 
 
IUCN 
Category V3 
 
Denmark 
 
0.35 
 
1.83 
 
7.63 
 
Ireland 
 
0.32 
 
0.06 
 
_ 
 
Italy 
 
0.42 
 
0.92 
 
2.97 
 
Portugal 
 
1.11 
 
0.79 
 
3.0 
 
1 Outstanding ecosystems, features and/or species of national scientific importance, largely or wholly protected 
from human exploitation or disturbance. 
 
2 Sites or habitats essential to the continued well-being of resident or migratory species of national or global 
significance.  Protection of nature must be the primary purpose but this does not exclude the harvesting of 
renewable resources. 
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3 Valued (semi-natural and cultural) landscapes.  The IUCN definition of Category V is 'areas of land, with 
coast and sea as appropriate, where the interaction of people and nature over time has produced an area of 
distinct character with significant aesthetic, cultural and/or ecological value.  Safeguarding the integrity of this 
traditional interaction is vital to the protection, maintenance and evolution of such an area'. (IUCN, 1990) 
 
 
The comments made above about the relationship between sectoral and 
territorial perspectives for agricultural ministries (section 6.2) also apply to 
environmental ministries and agencies.  In some countries there is a long 
tradition of protected areas legislation and policy.  This has tended to involve 
specialised national agencies, often interacting with local and regional 
government, but also necessitating the development of constructive 
relationships with farming groups.  Table 6 gives details of the geographical 
extent of protected areas between the four countries, according to a common 
IUCN classification.  While IUCN’s Categories I-III cover wild areas not  
subject to human exploitation, Category V includes  valued semi-natural and 
cultural landscapes where the development of policy has necessitated 
interaction with the agricultural sector.  It will be seen that only in Denmark has 
there been significant experience of pursuing this type of area protection on 
cultivated and privately occupied land. In Ireland, in contrast, constructive 
interaction between protected area policy and the agricultural sector is notable 
by its absence. 
 
6.4 The Environmental Lobby 
 
Related to these factors, also, are the relative strengths of farming and 
environmental lobbies as well as their histories of interaction.  The 
environmental lobby is only weakly developed in Portugal (Table 7).  In Ireland 
and Italy there has been a well organised politics around green issues but this 
has not given much attention to rural environmental concerns and it has tended 
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to be a highly politicised form of oppositional politics and demonstrations 
which has not been well geared up to the sort of bureaucratic lobbying, 
environmental monitoring and practical conservation work which would help 
practically to progress rural environmental programmes.  Denmark again stands 
out in terms of having a highly organised and efficient environmental lobby: it 
is the only country of the four in which voluntary environmental groups can act 
as effective partners with state agencies in the development of agri-environment 
policies and programmes.  In the other countries (with the exception of some of 
the northern regions of Italy), environmental groups tend to be marginalised and 
disparaged by the farming lobby. 
 
6.5 Internalisation of Agri-Environmental Issues by Agricultural 
 Bureaucracies 
 
These different variabilities in the strength and experience of environmental 
administrations and lobbies have a wide range of consequences.  Where 
environmental ministries or agencies are strong and long established, it was 
typically they who took the lead in pioneering agri-environment measures in the 
1980s, often under domestic legislation and often in the face of some scepticism 
or even opposition from the agricultural establishment.  The Europeanisation of 
this policy field then swept it into mainstream agricultural policy, with the 
implementation responsibility going to agricultural ministries, leaving 
environmental organisations to play a watchdog role.   
 
Where environmental ministries or agencies or groups are weak or non-existent, 
there are limited counter pressures to the complete internalisation of agri-
environment policies within the agricultural bureaucracy (the most effective 
counter pressures may indeed come from the European Commission).  There 
may be very limited public debate about the nature, purpose or even existence 
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of such policies.  It may therefore be very difficult to know whether the 
environmental benefits are being maximised in the design, implementation and 
monitoring of measures.  It may also be the case that Ministries of Agriculture 
and rural development agencies do not recognise the possibilities, the potential 
benefits or the policy synergies that could arise from countryside management 
approaches precisely because they have no experience of the means to pursue 
them or the results that they bring.  This may have the effect of narrowing the 
response to European programmes.  
 
6.6 The Political Geography of Implementing Agri-Environment  
Measures 
 
These different factors shape the geography of implementation of agri-
environment measures under Regulation 2078/92.  The emphasis in the separate 
national programmes reflects the different ways in which rural environmental 
problems have been framed.  Thus Denmark focuses on organic farming and 
measures to improve environmental quality, whereas Portugal has a strong 
emphasis on the maintenance of low intensity farming systems. 
 
The institutional structures for agriculture and environment also determine the 
nature of agri-environment programmes and the broader objectives they fulfil.  
Thus, in Portugal and Ireland, strong central agricultural bureaucracies have set 
thresholds of beneficial participation for agri-environmental supports to make 
them attractive to poorer farming cohorts and have seen these supports as 
complementary to other measures to bolster incomes in depressed rural regions. 
 
The decentralised structure in Italy, in contrast, has meant that the better 
organised regional administrations in the North and Centre have benefited more 
from agri-environment aids than the depressed South.  Somewhat different 
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regional priorities have also been pursued - with the South emphasising organic 
farming and the North and Centre giving more emphasis to measures to reduce 
input use.  As well as seeking to maximise the opportunities of a new income 
transfer mechanism, the implementation of the Regulation in Italy has thus 
reflected the national preoccupation with the possible contamination of food 
and water supplies by agricultural chemicals.  Support for low intensity farming 
in high natural value areas is only a feature of alpine areas in the North but not 
of the marginal Apennine areas which suffer from major problems of land 
abandonment and overgrazing. 
 
The distribution of European financing of agri-environment measures between 
the four countries is highly skewed.  Ireland, Italy and Portugal are middle-
ranking beneficiaries (below Germany, France and Austria), but when the level 
of EAGGF expenditure under Regulation 2078/92 is adjusted in relation to the 
utilised agricultural area (UAA) Ireland and Portugal move to the top of the 
league.  Denmark, in contrast, is right at the bottom, receiving less than a tenth 
of the ecus per hectare of UAA of Ireland.  Whereas, 15-20 per cent of 
agricultural land is covered by agri-environment measures in Ireland, Italy and 
Portugal, in Denmark it is about 3 per cent.  These comparisons reveal the 
implicit orientation of Regulation 2078/92 towards low intensity farming 
systems and income support objectives.  While the Regulation has thus been 
successful in spreading the notion of agri-environment policy from such early 
pioneers as Denmark to countries such as Portugal and Ireland, it has offered 
little assistance in tackling the problems of intensive agriculture that beset the 
Danes. 
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Table 7 Popular Action for the Environment: Results of a Survey of National Publics 
Percentage of respondents who have: Denmark Ireland Italy Portugal 
 
- been a member of an association for the 
      protection of the environment 
 
17 
 
7 
 
6 
 
4 
 
- financially supported an association for 
the protection of the environment 
 
 
26 
 
16 
 
5 
 
4 
 
- taken part in a local environmental 
initiative 
 
 
10 
 
16 
 
9 
 
7 
 
- demonstrated against a project that 
could harm the environment 
 
 
5 
 
7 
 
9 
 
6 
 
- bought an environmentally friendly 
product, even if more expensive 
 
 
61 
 
43 
 
33 
 
23 
 
Source: European Commission 1995
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7 Property Relations Surrounding Rural Landownership and  
the Public Interest 
 
7.1 Public Interest in Farm Production Methods 
 
Agri-environment policies imply a  new set of relationships between the 
state, civil society and the owners and occupiers of rural land.  
Economists talk about the delivery of environmental goods and services 
as if these were like any other agricultural commodity.  But they are not.  
There is no specific market for them although there may be a public 
demand, usually expressed through collective action of some sort (mainly 
voluntary organisations), and that demand has usually to be expressed 
through state regulations or grants.  The environmental relations of 
agriculture, moreover, depend less on what is produced and more on how 
it is produced.  This implies a public interest in production methods. 
 
The way these issues are addressed differs markedly between countries 
particularly in relation to the expectations of the rights and 
responsibilities attached to rural landownership and the modalities for 
expressing the public interest in rural land.  In societies where agrarian 
values are strong, farmers are traditionally portrayed as the guardians of 
the land, and in each of the countries studied this had been an element in 
national ideologies.  It remains particularly strong in Ireland and to a 
lesser extent in Portugal and Italy, and in these countries it is not seen as 
problematic to be paying farmers income supports under the agri-
environment scheme simply to continue in traditional farming.  In 
contrast, the once strong agrarian ideology has been erased in Denmark 
largely  through the experience of agricultural pollution. 
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7.2 Incentives versus Controls 
 
Conversely, it is quite evident that some countries and national systems 
are prepared to pursue more interventionist approaches than others and to 
interfere much more directly with the exercise of farmers' rights.  At one 
extreme there is the Danish case where stringent regulations have been 
imposed upon farmers.  One example of extensive encroachment on 
farmers' rights is the way in which the whole of the country has been 
designated a Nitrate Vulnerable Zone which entails a prohibition of 
cultivation alongside all water courses.  Such an intervention would be 
unthinkable in some of the other countries.  In part this reflects the 
framing of the Danish agri-environment problem in terms of pollution - a 
problem which invites a Draconian response.  But it is also clear than the 
Danish land use planning tradition involves a long history of intervention 
in landowners' property rights in the wider public interest.  In interview a 
number of groups and officials referred to the end-game of agri-
environmental policies in Denmark as being to integrate the agricultural 
industry fully into the land use planning system and its local controls.  
The clearest contrast to this would be the Irish example where farming 
groups have been successfully able to challenge protected area 
designations as being an unacceptable intrusion on farmers' property 
rights.  In Italy too the farming unions have been able to prevent the few 
mandatory policies on agri-environmental issues so far enacted from 
encroaching on the property rights of rural landowners.  
 
To a certain extent, therefore, where farmers are seen to be producing 
disamenities or negative externalities, then controls may be invited that 
interfere with property rights; and where farmers are seen to be 
generating positive externalities, then payments may be justified.  But the 
 39 
matter is not as simple as this and there are clearly cultural differences in 
the extent to which farmers' property rights are regarded as a limiting 
factor.  Thus, while the Danes use land use planning restrictions to secure 
certain landscape and conservation benefits, the Irish clearly feel justified 
in using public grants to assist farmers to prevent water pollution.  The 
swing issue would seem to be over that of habitat protection: on the one 
hand, the destruction of an important semi-natural habitat could be 
construed as a loss to the public interest but, on the other hand, the 
requirement to preserve that habitat may be represented as a restraint on 
commercial farming.  The resolution of this conundrum is culturally very 
specific. 
 
7.3 The Relative Strength of Farmers' Property Rights 
 
Why is it that some societies are more respectful of farmers' property 
rights than others?  In part this relates to the relative degrees to which 
societies are agrarian or urban.  Amongst the societies studied, the Danes 
are the most post-agrarian (and post-industrial), and have an active 
citizenry willing to challenge farmers' actions.  In addition, farmers' 
property rights are more deeply embedded in certain national cultures 
than others.  In particular, where peasant-oriented land reform 
movements were a feature of modern state formation then rural property 
rights tend to be deeply embedded in national ideologies (the prime 
example would be Ireland, with the lesser example of Portugal, and other 
examples being Finland and France). 
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8. Conclusions: Different National Strategies towards the 
Development of EU Policies 
 
Countries such as Denmark which are prepared to interfere in farmers' 
property rights are likely to see environmental policy and regulation as 
more important means of resolving agri-environment problems than 
agricultural policy.  Other countries are much more likely to seek to 
internalise agri-environment policy within agricultural policy.  These 
different national strategies lead to different orientations towards 
European policy regimes. 
 
On the one hand, Denmark has been particularly pro-active in the 
development of EU environmental policy.  For example, the EC Nitrates 
Directive (91/676/EEC) was prompted largely by Danish efforts to curb 
nitrate leaching.  Because the Directive resembled the existing national 
rules restricting the application of animal manure on areas prone to 
leaching, its implementation in Denmark has had only limited (additional) 
consequences for the livestock sector.  More generally, the Danish 
perception is that their own environmental rules are more stringent than 
EU ones and that they are more conscientious in applying and following 
both domestic and EU rules than are other countries.  While Denmark has 
thus been a force to strengthen the environmental regulation of 
agriculture, it has also been critical of the effectiveness of EU agri-
environmental measures in helping to achieve the objectives of 
environmental policy, not least the Nitrates Directive. 
 
The other three countries, however, while enthusiastic converts to EU 
agri-environment policy, have all procrastinated over the implementation 
of the Nitrates Directive.  More generally, the European environmental 
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agenda is seen in Southern Europe as being driven by Northern European 
concerns.  The response of officials in southern capitals is either the 
principled one of "we fit in with these policies as good Europeans" or the 
cynical one of "we respond to these policies because of European 
funding".  European regulations, though, do tend to command some 
respect (the Nitrates Directive notwithstanding) because they are regarded 
as tougher and more certain than national regulations in these countries 
(La Spina and Sciortino, 1993). 
 
Italy, Portugal and Ireland have certainly not been pace-setters in the 
development of EU environmental policy.  Indeed, they have sought to 
avoid regulatory approaches that might be seen to impinge on farmers' 
property rights.  This has meant that they have had to backtrack over the 
implementation of EU environmental measures that would affect 
agriculture, including not just the anti-pollution oriented Nitrates 
Directive but also the conservation-oriented Birds Directive 
(79/409/EEC) and Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC). 
 
Unlike Denmark, these countries look increasingly to agri-environment 
measures to resolve conflicts between agriculture and the environment.  
Thus, in the negotiations surrounding the Agenda 2000 reforms, they 
have sought to increase the resources available for the so-called 
Accompanying Measures (which includes agri-environment measures).  
Denmark, in contrast, has been a leading advocate of imposing 
environmental cross-compliance conditions on commodity payments 
under the CAP which could be a means of obliging both farmers and 
Member States to conform not only to mandatory environmental 
standards but to additional obligations also. 
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Agri-environment policy, as it has developed within the CAP, employs a 
particular means to pursue its very diverse ends i.e. payments to farmers 
and their voluntary involvement in agri-environment schemes.  Implicitly 
or explicitly, therefore, it promotes a particular model for resolving the 
tensions between agriculture and the environment and of the property 
rights that should regulate the matter.  As we have seen, in some EU 
countries, peasant-derived private property rights remain strongly 
entrenched.  Under such conditions, it would take a strong state with 
considerable public legitimacy to intervene in the distribution of property 
rights, to claw back or create public rights.  But the EU is a weak, supra-
national state, deficient in such legitimacy.  The CAP, moreover, is a 
policy regime in which payment to farmers is the norm.  It was perhaps 
inevitable, therefore, that agri-environment policy within the CAP would 
develop on the basis of voluntary compensatory schemes for farmers. 
 
This approach clearly suits those countries that see the CAP as essentially 
a means of income transfer to rural areas, whose main rural problems are 
seen to come from the prospect or the reality of agricultural decline and 
rural abandonment and who tend to follow rather than lead the 
development of EU environmental policy.  It suits much less those 
countries that see the CAP fundamentally as a market or trade discipline 
(or constraint), whose main rural problems are seen to come from 
agricultural intensification and who pursue a progressive environmental 
policy.  For a country like Denmark, the model of property rights 
embodied in EU agri-environment policy also challenges the much more 
public-interest oriented approach it has tended to adopt nationally, 
including for example the maintenance of low intensity grazing systems 
through land use zoning restrictions on farmers' property rights. 
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These different national orientations are likely to be played out through 
the stances Member States adopt towards the development of the two 
separate EU policy regimes - environment policy and the CAP - with 
different states according greater priority or precedence to one or to the 
other in the resolution of agri-environment problems.  However, beyond 
this sort of policy jostling, which is not uncommon in EU politics, there is 
something more fundamental at stake - namely, competing conceptions of 
the role of farmers and agriculture in contemporary society. 
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